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Racial and Gender Variations in the
Process Shaping Earnings' Potential:
The Consequences of
Poverty in Early Adulthood
C. ANDRt MIZELL, PH.D
University of Akron

This researchinvestigates the effects of poverty in early adulthoodon future
earnings. While social scientists are beginning to amass a considerable
literatureon the effects of poverty on outcomes for children,few have investigated the damage that impoverishment may do in early adulthood when
individualsare in the midst of completing education and planningcareers.
The findings in this study indicate that poverty does dampen earnings'
potential.However, individualcharacteristics(e.g., aspirations,esteem and
ability) and structurallocation (e.g., educationalattainment,occupational
status andjob tenure)may assuagethe otherwise negativeeffects of poverty.
Other findings reveal that the process shaping earnings is very similar
for white males compared to racial minorities and women. One exception
is the impact of weekly hours worked on earnings. White males receive
a benefit to earnings from weekly hours worked above and beyond that
of White women, African American men, African American women and
Mexican American women. Additionally, white men's earnings remain
higher than African Americans, Mexican Americans and white women
because of higher occupationalattainment and longer job tenure.

INTRODUCTION
Despite evidence of gains over the past two decades, racial
minorities and women continue to earn less than their white
male counterparts (Corcoran et al. 1992; England 1992; U.S. Bureau of the Census 1993, 1994; Corcoran 1995; Waters and Eschbach 1995). This research asks three primary questions. First,
Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare, June, 2000, Volume XXVII, Number 2
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how does poverty in early adulthood affect earnings' potential?
While there is currently a plethora of studies investigating the
long range effects of childhood poverty (Duncan, Brooks-Gunn
and Klebanov, 1994; Haveman and Wolfe, 1994; McLeod and
Shanahan, 1996; Reynolds and Ross, 1998), few researchers have
investigated how poverty during early adulthood affects future
earnings. This period in the life course may be especially crucial
since it is the time in which individuals are completing education
and making career plans. Second, this exploration asks whether
poverty qualifies the effects of either individual characteristics
or structural location on earnings. For example, does the length
of time spent in poverty dampen the otherwise positive effects of
academic achievement on earnings? And, finally, does the process
that shapes earnings for contemporary workers (especially, as it
relates to poverty status) vary by race and gender? Because of
growing diversity in the population of the United States, it is
becoming increasingly important for social scientists to explore
and to provide understanding of differences that may exist in
the population due to race and gender. While it is clear that white
males have higher earnings than just about any other group, much
remains to be learned about the exact process over the life course
that shapes earnings.
A variety of explanations have been offered to account for
earnings' inequality. The status attainment paradigm, models
that focus on human capital and the "new structuralism" have
been prominent theoretical traditions used to explain earnings.
On the one hand, the general status attainment and human capital models rely on the effects of family background and resources to predict individual ability, aspirations and adult attainment (Blau and Duncan, 1967; Becker, 1975, 1981). On the
other hand, the "new structuralism" identifies certain structural
mechanisms (e.g., the importance of sectors of the economy and
internal labor markets) as the most important mechanisms determining attainment (Bluestone, 1970; Doeringer and Piore, 1971;
Gordon, 1972; Bibb and Form, 1977; Kaufman, 1983). This research combines elements of these approaches to understand
what contributes to the contemporary earnings-gap among white,
African American and Mexican American men and women. Factors taken from the status attainment and human capital tradi-
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tions are parental resources, aspirations, academic ability and
self-esteem. From the "new structuralism" paradigm, this study
incorporates such conditions as occupational status, job tenure
and union membership.
Kerckhoff (1989) has already argued the utility of combining
these theoretical perspectives. In this paper, considering elements
from these approaches is done to clarify and better understand
the process that shapes earnings over a very critical period of
the life course -early adulthood. Further, the amalgamation of
these perspectives enables an exploration of both the social psychological and structural sides of social life. As Kerckhoff (1989)
has pointed out the traditional status attainment model included
a distinct social psychological or individual bent. Such studies
(Blau and Duncan, 1967) clearly utilized individual characteristics
such as expectations, aspirations and the possible influence of
significant others. The human capital angle also relies on the
importance of socialization and interpersonal resources (Becker,
1981; Kerckhoff, 1989; Coleman, 1990; Jencks and Mayer, 1990).
This approach asserts that attainment is a result of resources that
parents are able to "invest" in children. Resources may be defined
as money, time, interpersonal connections and institutional support that parents and "communities' may offer children which
encourages their future productive social behavior (Coleman,
1990; Massey, 1990; Duncan, Brooks-Gunn and Klebanov, 1994;
Haveman and Wolfe, 1994). And, the "new structuralism" approach views attainment, in terms of outcomes like earnings, as a
result of the structure of occupations, an individual's placement in
that structure and internal labor markets within a firm (Sorensen,
1977; Tolbert, Horan and Beck, 1980; Sorensen and Tuma, 1981;
Wharton, 1994). These social psychological and structural perspectives are not necessarily at odds (Kerckhoff, 1989) and should
be used together to construct models that contributes to a more
complete understanding of social mobility - in this case, earnings' attainment.
BACKGROUND
Since the late 1960s and through the 1970s, status attainment researchers have investigated the link between parental
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attainment and children's adult socioeconomic status (Blau and
Duncan, 1967; Duncan et al., 1972, Jencks et al., 1972; Sewell and
Hauser, 1975; Hauser and Feathermen, 1977; Jencks et al., 1979).
Blau and Duncan (1967) were among the first to question whether
persistent childhood poverty contributed to socioeconomic differentials, including earnings, between African Americans and
whites. Others soon added class position during childhood, social
support and individual aspirations as predictive of adult socioeconomic outcomes (Duncan et al., 1972; Jencks et al., 1972; and
Featherman and Hauser 1976, 1978). These studies provided evidence showing that poverty may not be intergenerational (i.e., the
culture of poverty argument) in the general population, but rather
economic disadvantage is inherited due to race (See Corcoran,
1992).
Following Blau and Duncan (1967), most research sought
to identify and clarify the mechanisms through which family
background impacts adult attainment. For example, Sewell and
Hauser (1975) expanded the Blau and Duncan model to include
additional intervening factors that affect occupational attainment.
This expanded research proposed that parent's socioeconomic
status and their child's mental ability influences children's adult
occupational status. While this model did account for over 50%
of the total variation in attainment (i.e., occupational status), it
still had better predictive power for the outcomes of white males
compared to racial minorities and women.
Status attainment research, in general, has been very influential in a variety of types of recent research seeking to identify the relationship between family background and adult earnings' outcomes. This tradition of research includes studies that
seek to establish the relationship between parental socioeconomic
status and children's educational achievement, children's social
psychological characteristics (e.g., self-esteem, aspirations), and
children's academic ability. Still other studies have identified the
ways in which social psychological characteristics and indicators
of ability and educational achievement are related to economic
outcomes. In the following section is a summary of the recent
studies in this tradition. Also, hypotheses for the current study
are presented below.
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Recent Status Attainment Research Findings
Parental Occupational Status and Parental Educational Attainment.
In general, the higher the parental socioeconomic attainment
the higher the educational and occupational aspirations of the
child (Trice and Knapp, 1992; Lampard, 1995). Home environments provided by better educated and occupationally accomplished parents are more supportive of and encouraging to the
child (Parcel and Menaghan, 1994; Mau, 1995). Given vast racial
differences in parental achievement, it has become an expected
outcome that African American and Mexican American children
will achieve less than white children (Astone and McLanahan,
1991; Solorzano, 1991). Consequently, parental occupational and
educational attainment should directly affect adult earnings in
this study.
Educational Aspirations. Educational aspirations have been
linked to actual educational achievement (Griffin and Johnson,
1988), and in turn, adult earnings. When minority youth have
lower educational aspirations, it is not simply a matter of race,
but rather due to childrearing in economically deprived home
environments (Hanson, 1994; Watts and Watts, 1991; Solorzano,
1992). In fact, when controlling for socioeconomic status, minority
youth tend to have aspirations equal to those of their white peers
(Solorzano, 1992; Hanson, 1994). Since higher adolescent educational aspirations yield higher adult educational attainment,
adolescent aspirations are expected to positively impact adult
earnings.
Academic Ability. Demonstrated academic ability (e.g., standardized testing) has been shown to be directly related to attainment
(Baker and Velez, 1996). Academic ability appears to be strongly
related to parental status (e.g., education and occupation) and
to be predictive of children's adult education attainment and
employment status. Therefore, if low academic ability influences
the quality of school performance and increases the risk of unemployment, it is hypothesized that academic ability will affect
adult earnings.
Self-Esteem. Self-esteem can simply be defined as the individual's personal judgment about his/her own self-worth (Rosen-
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berg, 1965; Demo, 1992). It has been established that self-esteem
in children is important to their achievement in both adolescence
and later in adulthood (Banks and Gramb, 1972; Long, 1975; Gibbs
et al., 1989). Given the relative economic and social deprivation
of African Americans and Mexican Americans, researchers have
argued that self-esteem for these groups is especially predictive of life outcomes and overcoming obstacles due to racism
and discrimination (Gibbs et al., 1989; Porter and Washington,
1993). Therefore, self-esteem should be strongly predictive of
adult earnings.
Structural Explanationof Earnings
The new structuralism focuses on the structural determinants
of the earnings differential between whites and other groups
(Bluestone 1970; Doeringer and Piore 1971; Bibb and Form 1977;
Kaufman 1983; Boyd, 1993). Early structuralist analyses focused
upon industries and clearly demonstrated that a group's location in the dual economy (i.e., core v. peripheral sectors) has
implications for earnings and earnings' inequality. Specifically,
poverty due to low earnings, unstable employment leading to
fragmented job tenure and unsteady work hours, are associated
with the more competitive, less unionized industries that constitute the peripheral sector of the economy (Tolbert, Horan, and
Beck 1980). The fact that racial and ethnic minorities and women
are more often found in this economic sector partially accounts
for the lower earnings of these groups (Tolbert, Horan, and Beck
1980; Kaufman 1983; Boyd, 1993). Conversely, working in the core
sector of the economy nets several benefits, including higher pay
allowing individuals to escape poverty (Kaufman, 1983).
Related to the idea of the dual economy is the dual labor
market. These explanations of earnings focus upon occupations
and the division between the primary labor market composed of
"good" jobs (associated with high pay, opportunities for promotion, benefits, desirable work conditions, and stability) and the
secondary labor market composed of "bad" jobs (Doeringer and
Piore 1971; Osterman 1975; Rosenberg 1980). Similar to the dual
economy approach, analyses of dual labor markets contribute
to our understanding of the persistent lower earnings of racial
and ethnic minorities and women since these groups are often
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found in the secondary labor market (Doeringer and Piore 1971;
Bonacich, 1979; Mier and Giloth, 1985; Wilkinson, 1991). Given
this line of research, it is hypothesized that educational attainment, occupational status, number of hours worked and union
membership will predict higher earnings.
DATA
To study how poverty during early adulthood influences
earnings, data are extracted from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) data set. The NLSY is part of a larger
project sponsored by the U.S. Departments of Labor and Defense
under a grant to the Center for Human Resource Research at
The Ohio State University. The original sample overrepresents
African American, Hispanic and economically disadvantaged
White youth. In addition to gathering information about the labor market experience of respondents, the survey systematically
includes measures of cognitive, socio-emotional and psychological functioning. Fourteen waves of this annual survey are used
for the current study-1979 to 1992. In the first wave of this
survey the respondents ranged in age from 14 to 22. The age
span of the sample is narrowed so that the range in 1979 is 14
to 18 and 27 to 31 in 1992. This truncated age range allows a
comparison of individuals who are all roughly in the same stage
of the life course.
The sample includes 2,965 respondents, including African
Americans, Mexican Americans and whites. The African American subsample includes 423 men and 376 women. The total number of Mexican American is composed of 172 men and 162 women.
All Mexican Americans included in this study are U.S. born and
American citizens. Finally, the white subsample includes 998 men
and 834 women.
These longitudinal data are analyzed to trace the long-term
effects that early parental resources, aspirations and academic
ability may exert on adult earnings. Further, it provides a unique
opportunity to assess whether these adolescent factors may interact with adult poverty to influence earnings. Only those respondents who have valid scores on all measures are used in the
analysis. A comparison of proportions and means for all variables
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in this study are presented for each group by race and gender in
Table 1. Also, see Appendix A for the pooled sample means and
the correlations among variables.
MEASURES
Adult Status Variables
The dependent variable used in this study is earnings-the
dollar amount the interviewee has earned in the previous calendar year. For this study, the earnings each respondent reported
in 1992 are used. The earnings' measure is logged to correct
for skewness. Other variables expected to influence earnings are
adult poverty, job tenure, hours worked per week, educational
attainment, occupational status and union membership.
The degree of poverty is calculated for each year, using the
Poverty Income Guidelines. This measure is updated yearly by
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (NLSY Documentation 1979-1988, Attachment 3,1990). A respondent is determined to be living in poverty if the family income for the last
calendar year for the family size is below the Poverty Income
Guidelines. So, for example, during the 1991 wave of the survey,
poverty is calculated using the income from the previous year,
1990. The variable used in the analysis is adult poverty. The adult
poverty measure is calculated using data from 1979 to 1991-since
the earnings' measure is taken in 1992. Summing the number of
years each respondent has lived in poverty creates a continuous
variable, with a possible range of 0 to 14 years. This measure is
calculated for each respondent beginning when he or she is 18
years old. This time frame is an important period in the young
adult's life, since most are in the midst of finalizing educational
and career plans. Poverty during this "planning" period of life
may seriously jeopardize earnings' potential.
Job tenure simply refers to the number of years the respondent
has been in his/her primary job. Number of hours worked equals
the average number of hours each respondent reports working
each week. And, educationalattainment is a measure (in years) of
how much education the respondent has received as of May of
the survey year (1992).
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To measure occupational status, the NLSY uses 1980 threedigit census occupational codes (U. S. Bureau of the Census, 1984)
which were converted to the Nakao-Treas (1992, 1994) socioeconomic index (SEI). The SEI scores are based on Duncan's original
index (1961), which was constructed using education and income
distribution ratings assigned to each of the census occupational
codes. The Nakao-Treas SEI has appropriately updated Duncan's
SEI scores to fit the 1980 census codes (Nakao and Treas, 1994).
And, finally, regarding variables directly related to work, union
membership compares those who report belonging to an employee
association to those who do not.
Individual Characteristics
Borrowing from the traditional status attainment model, three
individual characteristics are used in this study. First, adult selfesteem is selected to capture self-evaluation. Self-esteem is measured in 1987-prior to the dependent variable, earnings. The
10-item Rosenberg (1965) self-esteem scale is used. This scale is
a valid, well-known measure of self-esteem. Higher self-esteem
scores represent more favorable views of self-worth. The respondent is asked to strongly agree, agree, disagree or strongly disagree with statements such as: "I feel I do not have much to be
proud of"; "I am proud of myself"; "I take a positive attitude
toward myself," and "I am satisfied with myself." The overall
range of the scale is 1(low) to 4 (high) and generates a Cronbach
Alpha of .87 (See Appendix B for the full scale).
The second individual characteristic folded into the analysis
is academic ability. Though the primary aim of this work is to
ferret out the influence of adult poverty on earnings' potential,
academic ability is incorporated to predict earnings. The Armed
Forces Qualifying Test (AFQT) administered to respondents in
1981, is used to assess the academic skills of survey respondents.
The AFQT sums scores on four subtests tapping arithmetic reasoning, numeric operations, word knowledge, and paragraph
comprehension (NLSY Documentation 1979-1988, Attachment 3,
1990). The test is scored in percentiles. A respondent may score
from 1 (low) to 99 (high). Because this work, in part, tests some
of the components of the general status attainment paradigm, it
is appropriate to include this measure of academic accomplish-
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ment. Of course, the debate surrounding the bias and misuse of
standardized testing for racial minorities continues (see Farkas,
England, Vicknair, Kilbourne and Stanek, 1997; Maume, Cancio
and Silva, 1996). Nevertheless, it is expected that demonstrated
adolescent academic skill will predict earnings. In fact, some
scholars have simply viewed the AFQT as a measure of adolescent academic achievement (see Fischer, Hout, Jankowski, Lucas,
Swidler and Vos, p. 56, 1996) rather than as a gauge of innate
intellectual ability.
The third individual characteristic used is adolescent educational aspirations. The educationalaspirationsvariable simply asks
each respondent: "What is the highest grade you would like to
complete?" Responses are scored in years of education (e.g., 11
years, 12 years).
Background Resources
Parental occupational status is measured using the occupation(s) of the parent(s) when the respondent was 14 years old.
For those interviewees who did not live with their parents at
age 14 the occupational status of the adult caregiver(s) in the
home is used. The NLSY uses the 1970 three digit Census Occupational Classification System to categorize occupations in 1979
(U. S. Bureau of the Census, 1970). This classification is converted
to correspond to the Duncan index (Duncan, 1961), an ordinal
measure of socioeconomic status that assigns a two-digit score to
the census occupation codes. Parental occupational status was
computed averaging the occupational status of both parent's
occupations. In the case of those from single parent homes or
for whom only one parent's occupational score was reported that
score was used. Parentaleducationalattainmentis measured as the
mean of both parents' education. When only one parent is present
or reports educational attainment that measure is employed.
Age, Race and Gender
The age variable captures how old the individual was at the
time of the final interview in 1992. Though age range has been
truncated so that the analyses include individuals in approximately the same stage of development, age is used to control for
effects that may simply be due to maturation. Effects that may
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be artifacts of race (i.e., African American, Mexican American or
white) and gender are also considered.
Overview of MultivariateAnalysis
The analysis is done in three steps. First, a series of additive
regression models are used to estimate earnings. Second, interactions by adult poverty are tested to appraise whether poverty
qualifies the effects of any of the other variables in the model.
And, finally, interactions by race and gender are estimated to see
whether these variables alter the effects of any of the predictors
in the model.
In the first part of the analysis, a series of cumulative regression equations are estimated to predict earnings. In the first panel,
adult poverty status is entered alone as a predictor. The next
panel then combines poverty status with the adolescent resource
variables-parental occupational status and parental educational
attainment. This sequence allows an appraisal of the independent effects of living in poverty as well as how the effects of
poverty change in the presence of key adolescent resources. The
third panel then estimates earnings using adolescent educational
aspirations and academic ability in addition to poverty status
and the parental resource variables. This equation's purpose is to
estimate the full effects of the individual's combined adolescent
structural environment, adolescent individual characteristics and
adult years in poverty on adult earnings' attainment. Use of these
additive models help uncover the direct and indirect effects of
each of the adolescent influences on earnings. Also, it makes it
possible to judge whether the effects of poverty change when
important background variables are taken into account.
After establishing the contribution of the adolescent environment, an equation is estimated that uses only race and gender
to predict earnings. Dummy variables are created that represent
males and females for each of the racial groups in the sample
(e.g., white females, African American males, African American
females and so on). In this fourth panel, the reference category
for this set of dummy variables is "white males," since they have
significantly higher earnings compared to all other groups in the
study (See Table 1). After appraising the effects of race and gender,
adult poverty, the adolescent background variables and the adult
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status variables are added back into to the equation for earnings.
This fifth panel represents the full model used in this study.
A Note on Interactions
All continuous explanatory variables are centered to zero
means, and these centered variables are employed to construct
all interactions (Aiken and West, 1991). For continuous variables
used in significant interactions, this rescaling permits an interpretation of the unstandardized coefficient as the effect at the
mean level of the other variable involved in the interaction. The
coefficient for the interaction term XI*X2 represents the increase
(if positive in sign) or decrease (if negative in sign) in the effect of
X1 for each unit increase in X2. When X2 is a continuous variable
centered so that it has a zero mean, the X1 coefficient is the effect
at the average (zero) level of X2. When X2 is a dummy variable,
the X1 coefficient is the effect for the category coded 1 on X2.
Summing the coefficients for X1 and XI*X2 provides the effect
when X2 is 1.
FINDINGS
As expected, adult poverty significantly depletes what an individual can expect to earn (Table 2, panel 1). Even when accounting for early parental resources, the years the individual spends
in poverty during adulthood remains significant, though slightly
reduced in effects (Table 2, panel 2). Both parental occupational
status and parental educational attainment significantly influence
adult earnings. This finding is important not only because it corroborates the bulk of previous research, but also because for the
current sample it means that parental resources continue to affect
earnings' outcome nearly a decade and a half later. In supplementary analyses, the effects of poverty in adolescence (1 = yes)
were also tested on adult earnings. However, the impact of this
variable was mediated by the effects of adult poverty. The effects
of adolescent poverty were non-significant, while the effects of
adult poverty did not change. Additionally, adolescent household income was also tested along with the parental educational
and occupational measures. Adolescent household income was
significant (p<.01) and had a positive effect on future earnings;
however, the overall effects of adult poverty were not changed.
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Furthermore, the significant patterns in the analysis, including the
interaction effects (discussed below), remained the same. These
auxiliary estimations are not shown for the sake of brevity, but
are available upon request.
The third panel of Table 2 reveals that both adolescent educational aspirations and academic ability are predictive of adult
earnings. In other words, earnings are increased the higher aspirations and the higher demonstrated academic ability. Again, with
the addition of more background variables, adult poverty status
is reduced in effects, but remains very significant in determining earnings. Interestingly, parental educational attainment is no
longer significant with the addition of aspirations and ability. This
variable is actually exhibiting indirect effects through adolescent
academic ability. In auxiliary analyses, in which variables were
entered one at a time, parental educational attainment looses
significance when ability is added to the equation.
Before accounting for other important adult status variables,
race and gender is regressed on earnings. In the fourth panel of
Table 2, it appears that racial minorities and women experience a
disadvantage regarding earnings when compared to white males.
Simply based on race and gender, African American females are
the most severely impeded based on their ascribed characteristics. In terms of being handicapped by race and/or gender,
African American women are followed by African American
males, white females, Mexican American females and Mexican
American males. However, while this panel is informative, it does
not tell the entire story regarding minority status.
In the final panel of Table 2, the adult status variables are
added to the model. Excluding Mexican American males, all race
and gender categories remain significant. However, for those race
and gender combinations that are still significant each of the
effects is decreased by more than half. With the exception of age,
all of the adult status variables are significant.
Adult self-esteem impacts earnings. Most likely the selfassuredness that accompanies high levels of esteem allow individuals to succeed in work-thus, boosting earnings. Both job
tenure and the average number of hours worked weekly also
benefit earnings. In other words, the longer an individual has
mainitained a job and the more hours worked the higher earnings
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are likely to be. Though these findings are somewhat intuitive,
job tenure and hours worked represent the likelihood that an
individual occupies a stable position in the workforce. Further,
individuals who have been in jobs longer have had more time to
advance, and with advancement comes increased earnings.
Educational attainment and occupational status positively
and significantly impact earnings. High achievement in these
areas are key to an individual's level of earnings as is union membership. Union membership proxies for employment in fields
that are more likely to be stable and where there are increased
opportunities for advancement.
Accounting for the adult status variables does adjust downward the effects of adult poverty and the adolescent background
variables. The effect of adult poverty is now reduced to half of
its original size (beta = -. 160, panel I versus -. 072, panel 5).
However, it is still a significant, robust predictor of future earnings. Also, parental occupational status, adolescent educational
aspirations and academic ability are reduced in their impact, but
remain significant. Note that adolescent educational aspirations
are still significant, even though achieved educational attainment
is now in the model. Perhaps educational aspirations, though
usually directed at understanding educational progress, may also
account for "achievement" planning that also accounts for gains
in earnings.
Interactions by Poverty, Race and Gender
Poverty Interactions. Since the central focus of this research is to
determine the extent to which poverty during adulthood affects
the process that shapes earnings, interactions by poverty are
tested to see whether it qualifies the effects of any of the predictors
of earnings. Two interactions with poverty were significant. Adult
poverty alters the effects of self-esteem on earnings (Table 3). At
the average level of adult poverty, the mean level of esteem is
a negative predictor of earnings. As poverty increases, the more
the otherwise positive effects of self-esteem are dampened. So,
while high self-esteem is a robust predictor of higher earnings,
its positive influence can be depleted for those who experience
chronic poverty.
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Table 3

Regression Model Estimating 1992 Earnings (logged) with interaction
by Poverty Status, Race and Gender. Total N = 2,965a

Adult Poverty (years)'

2
Adolescent Background Variables
Parental Occupational Status
Parental Educational Attainment
Adolescent Educational Aspirations
Academic Ability
3
Adult Status Variables
Adult Self-Esteem
by Adult Poverty (years)
Job Tenure
Number of Hours Worked (in weeks)
by Adult Poverty (years)
Educational Attainment
Occupational Status
Union Membership (1 = yes)
Age
Race and Gender 4
White Females (1 = yes)
by Number of Hours Worked (in weeks)
African American Males (1 = yes)
by Number of Hours Worked (in weeks)
African American Females (1 = yes)
by Number of Hours Worked (in weeks)
Mexican American Males (1 = yes)
by Number of Hours Worked (in weeks)
Mexican American Females (1 = yes)
by Number of Hours Worked (in weeks)

R2 (Adjusted R2)

beta

t stat

-. 069

-8.781***

.001
.004
.013
.002

1.874 #
.654
1.953#
2.898**

.109
-. 039
.042
.022
.001
.031
.007
.251
.003

3.525***
-2.267*
11.211***
14.295***
2.618**
4.102***
8.759***
7.149***
.342

-. 255
.016
-. 118
.005
-. 291
.013
-. 013
.006
-. 149
.009

-8.105***
7.190***
-2.827**
1.849 #
-6.456***
4.204***
- .227
1.305
-2.433*
2.157*

.517

(.513)

***p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05; I p < .10
aThe total N includes 998 White men; 834 White women; 423 African American
men; 376 African American women; 172 Mexican American men; and 162
Mexican American women.
1
Adult poverty is a continuous variable summing the years the respondent has
lived in poverty since age 18 (1979-1991).
2
With the exception of academic ability, all adolescent background variables are
measured in 1979. Academic ability is a 1981 measure.
3
With the exception of adult self-esteem, all adult status variables are measured
in 1992. Adult self-esteem is a 1987 measure.
4The reference category is "white males."
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The second poverty interaction that significantly influences
earnings is with number of hours worked. Regardless of poverty
status, the mean level of hours worked is a positive predictor of
earnings. However, those who have not lived in poverty experience a greater return to earnings from hours worked, compared to
their impoverished counterparts. One simple explanation is that
those who have not experienced poverty are likely to have been
working longer and to have had a chance to build higher rates of
pay through promotion and job tenure.
Interactionsby Race and Gender. The only variable in the model to
be qualified by race and gender is number of hours worked. White
males receive a greater benefit to earnings for hours worked compared to white women, African American men, African American women and Mexican American women. As the number of
hours worked increases the benefit to earnings increases. Though
the number of hours worked is important for all groups, it appears that white males receive the greatest benefit. Regarding the
number of hours worked, the interaction with Mexican American males is not significant. However, the advantage that white
males experience due to number of hours worked only partially
accounts for their overall advantage. For example, white males
are less likely to live in poverty and to have higher occupational
status compared to the racial minorities and women in this study
(See Table 1). Further, they have among the highest educational
aspirations, educational attainment, parental resources and job
tenure (See Table 1).
Summary and Implications
This research has been an effort to more fully understand the
role of poverty in early adulthood in shaping earnings' potential.
Also, the case is made for the continued melding of various
theoretical models that include individual as well as structural
indices. This study clearly highlights the impact of structural
factors (e.g., education, poverty) on attainment for both majority
and minority groups. Structural indices contribute the most to
variance explained in the models above. Nonetheless, both individual and structural dimensions matter in terms of predicting
earnings. For example, early adulthood poverty has main effects
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on how much individuals earn, but the true impact of poverty is
only understand through its interaction with individual characteristics (e.g., self-esteem) as well as other structural variables. On
the one hand, the otherwise positive consequences of self-esteem
are weakened the longer the individual has been in poverty. On
the other hand, working at least the average number of hours
per week is beneficial to earnings when an individual has lived
in poverty. The benefit of number of hours worked is greater for
those who have not lived in poverty.
This research also provides some possible avenues in which
individuals may increase earnings despite the ill effects of poverty. Individual achievement can thwart the damage poverty
does to earnings' potential. As shown in the current analysis,
educational attainment, occupational status, job tenure and hours
worked are robust predictors of earnings. Granted the road to
achievement is much more difficult to travel if one lives in poverty. However, social programs designed to make it possible for
poor individuals to complete education and to go to work can
help those trapped in poverty rise above their circumstances. Of
course, it would be irrational to assume that these things can
easily happen once the individual is an adult. Recall that adolescent background factors (i.e., parental resources, educational
aspirations and ability) were also very important over a decade
later in predicting earnings. Therefore, policies and programs
designed to give parents education and steady employment can
help. Also, mentoring and social support aimed at infusing youth
with educational aspirations and sharpening their academic skills
will make a difference.
Does the process shaping earnings differ by race and gender?
This research provides some clues that the process may vary
slightly. However, more striking is the similarity of the process
across race and gender. For instance, race and gender only qualified the effects of one variable on earnings. White women, African
American males, African American females and Mexican American females receive less return to earnings for hours worked per
week compared to their white male counterparts.
In analysis above, white males make, on average, approximately $6,000 more than blacks, Mexican Americans or white
females. Therefore, one might have expected that the status of
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"white male" might have altered the effects of other variables in
the model. It would seem that the overall advantage that white
males have compared to other groups is not necessarily a larger
payoff from important predictors (e.g., educational attainment),
but simply that they have initially higher levels on more of the
measures that predict earnings (e.g., occupational status). For
instance, these findings do not support that early adult poverty or
low levels of adolescent family resources do not matter for white
males. Instead, racial minorities experience an overall disadvantage compared to white males, because of more poverty, fewer
parental resources in adolescence, less developed academic skills
and lower attainment in the realms of education and occupational
status. Also, African Americans and Mexican Americans tend to
have shorter job tenure. Regarding white women, though they
have backgrounds similar to those of white males, they continue
to have shorter job tenure, work fewer hours and have lower
occupational status -all factors contributing to white females'
overall lower earnings.
Though this inquiry has been purposefully restricted to the
outcomes of whites, African Americans and Mexican Americans,
other research should extend such studies to other racial and
ethnic groups (e.g., Asian Americans). Also, differences that exist
because of gender should be further explored. Though there is
a growing literature dedicated to understanding how gender
shapes earnings (see e.g., Ward, Dale and Joshi, 1996; England,
1992 and Goldberg, 1990), more knowledge is needed about the
role of gender specific expectations (e.g., childcare responsibilities) in determining women's earnings' potential.
Also, future research should continue to combine both individual and structural characteristics to explore the factors that
shape earnings. The combination of these factors may lead to a
more in-depth understanding of how individual characteristics
may be exploited and structural shifts may be negotiated to help
individuals overcome the detrimental effects of early adult poverty on earnings' potential.
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Appendix B
Rosenberg (1965) Self-Esteem Scale.
Variables

Mean

Std. Dev.

3.57
3.56
3.53
3.47
3.48
3.41
3.26
3.03
3.04
3.35

.52
.51
.55
.54
.61
.56
.59
.76
.72
.65

4

Adult Self-Esteem
I am a person of worth.
I have a number of good qualities.
I am inclined to feel I am a failure.*
I am as capable as others.
I do not have much to be proud of.*
I have a positive attitude toward myself.
I am satisfied with myself.
I wish I had more respect for myself.*
I feel useless at times.*
At times I think I am no good at all.*
Cronbach's Alpha
4

.87

Each item was scored on a four point scale (1 = strongly agree to 4= strongly
disagree).
*Denotes an item which has been reversed so that it represents high esteem.
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